
97MILITARY REVIEW l July-August 2000
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The Origins of freie Operationen
by Major General Dieter Brand, German Army, Retired

In 1996, the Germans introduced
a term to be used at the operational
level of war� freie Operationen
(loosely translated as �free opera-
tions�). However, the term was not
clearly defined. Only some charac-
teristics were mentioned, such as the
use of space, the main effort, the es-
timate of the culminating point of the
enemy�s operation, deep operations
and indirect approach. Although the
term freie Operationen is generally
not new in traditional German mili-
tary thinking, it is, nevertheless, al-
most a novelty for today�s German
Army.

During the Cold War, when the
highest concentration of nuclear and
conventional forces on both parts of
German soil occurred, senior Ger-
man commanders were convinced
that the basic freie Operationen con-
cept could not help solve the prob-
lems of fighting within the cohesive
forward defense along the inner Ger-
man border. The concept seemed to
be inapplicable, and neither the ele-
ments nor the term were taught to
German general staff officers and,
therefore, were almost forgotten.

Today, NATO allies are asking
what the Germans mean by freie
Operationen. The term is difficult to
explain, because it cannot be directly
translated into English. However, a
translation such as �free operations�
makes little sense, and the term �ma-
neuver warfare� also does not en-
compass the entire meaning.

This same problem occurs with
other typically German military
terms such as Auftragstaktik, which
is not fully translated by the words
�mission-type orders.� Innere Fueh-
rung cannot be translated at all. The
problem is that these German terms
comprise not only a specific mean-
ing, but exemplify an entire philoso-
phy of command and control and
leadership. Let us, therefore, attempt
to answer the question: If the ele-
ments of freie Operationen are es-

sentially not new, what then is the
background in German military his-
tory that could lead us to an under-
standing of the term? What are the
origins of freie Operationen?

Even a superficial exploration of
German military history literature,
reveals that freie Operationen was
once common terminology for offic-
ers educated in the operational art.
They also spoke of freies Operieren,
but the term is not found in early of-
ficial doctrinal papers. The terms
appeared in neither Field Marshal
Helmuth Karl von Moltke�s 1869
�Directives for Higher Command-
ers,� the 1910-era �Characteristics
of Command and Control on the
Higher Level� nor the later field
manuals��Truppenfuehrung� of
the Reichswehr and Wehrmacht.

The term freie Operationen was
not used officially, but it was com-
monly used to characterize specific
elements of operations and repre-
sented a philosophy of operations.
Since military personnel seemed to
have a good understanding of the
term, it was not considered necessary
to provide a comprehensive defini-
tion. However, this assumption
risked having everyone understand it
in slightly different ways.

One reason why it is so difficult
to define the term is that some Ger-
man military operations displayed all
of the characteristics of freie Opera-
tionen but were not called such by
their initiators. For instance, the Ger-
man campaign against France in
May 1940 is now considered by
Germans to be the example of freie
Operationen. Chief of Staff of the
Army Group Erich von Manstein
developed the basic ideas for that
campaign, but he did not use the
term in context with his concept of
operations. Nevertheless, in his
memoirs titled Lost Victories, he enu-
merates all of the characteristics of
freie Operationen more or less in a
self-explanatory manner.1 This un-

derlines the fact that the term has
more of a general nature than a pre-
cise definition.

These circumstances might also
explain why there is no term in Ger-
man military literature that contrasts
with freie Operationen. Would they
be called �hampered� operations? If
asking a Reichswehr or Wehrmacht
general staff officer, what is the con-
tradiction to freie Operationen, he
would surely mention frontale Oper-
ationen (frontal operations) with the
aim of attrition, but not because fron-
tal is the opposite of free, which ob-
viously it is not, but more because of
the philosophy of freie Operationen.

Moltke
Up to the beginning of World War

I, German general staff officers saw
the operational level of war exclu-
sively in the framework of freie
Operationen, which always meant
the �unrestricted use of space.� The
chiefs of the general staff, first
Moltke and later Count Alfred von
Schlieffen educated and impressed
entire generations of general staff of-
ficers with this concept. However,
understanding Moltke�s use of the
term Operationen requires under-
standing his view of the strategic
conditions of a future war and what
consequences he saw for the opera-
tional level of war. This understand-
ing is necessary because philoso-
phies of operational art are always
bound to specific conditions of the
time. Through time the character of
Operationen is subject to develop-
ment and change as well.

For Moltke there was no question
that because of the confrontation of
fundamental interests of the main
powers in Europe�France, Great
Britain, Russia, Austria and Ger-
many�war in Europe was to be ex-
pected. Because of the demographic
development as well as the effects
of the industrial revolution, these
powers would field large conscript
armies.
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In Moltke�s assessment, the Ger-
man Reich, precariously situated in
central Europe and endangered
should a two-front war occur, could
never sustain such a large force over
an extended period with manpower
or logistics. For generations of Ger-
man general staff officers this was
the strategic framework for opera-
tional-level thought. They concluded
that since avoiding war was not the
task of the military, it was crucial to
fight decisively, immediately take the
initiative and dictate to the enemy
das Gesetz des Handelns�the rules
for action.

In Moltke�s understanding, this
challenge meant planning and con-
trolling the movement of large
army formations�corps and armies
(forces)�in the area of operation
(space) to concentrate all available
forces at the day of the battle (time)
out of different directions for one
decisive battle, which should result
in a quick decision. This new idea�
the heart of Operationen�involved
concentrating forces by maneuvering
troops from different points against
the enemy�s front line and deep
flanks just in time during battle.

This encirclement by freies Oper-
ieren before the battle was the es-
sence of Moltke�s thinking. Only
freies Operieren could produce a
swift decision necessary in the stra-
tegic context. Therefore, Moltke
never considered protracted frontal
attacks to attrit the enemy.

According to Moltke, the battle
belonged to the tactical level of war.
This leads to another fundamental
aspect of Moltke�s thinking. Because
the battle should lead to a clear de-
cision, it was essential to bring to
bear all forces available even by tak-
ing great risks in other areas. �You
can never be strong enough for the
decision, and therefore the last bat-
talion which can be made available
should be concentrated,� said Moltke.2
Therefore, establishing a clear main
effort where a decision is sought is
a fundamental of traditional German
military doctrine. To summarize: the
coordination of forces in time and
space oriented toward the common
objective is the essence of command
and control on the operational level.
For Moltke, it was the essence of
freie Operationen.

A third aspect of freie Opera-
tionen is Moltke�s development of a
new type of command and control.

He was convinced that large maneu-
vering units could not be directed by
short-span orders. Commanders
needed general directives to pursue
the common objective using their
own initiative. This comprehensive
system of control by general direc-
tives initiated the so-called Auftrags-
taktik, which cannot be separated
from freie Operationen within tradi-
tional German understanding.

For Moltke, space was one ele-
ment of operations that had to be ful-
ly used to direct army formations to
final battle positions. The availability of
space and the right of military com-
manders to make use of it were not
to be questioned. Also, for subordi-
nate commanders, it was essential to
use space fully as a precondition of
developing their own initiative.

In the traditional operational
thinking of German general staff of-
ficers, the element of space played a
central and decisive role. Chief of the
General Staff of the Army of the
Wehrmacht Colonel-General Ludwig
Beck said, �If space is not available
or granted�by what reasons so
ever�the military strategy then
must do without one of the very im-
portant parts of its art; that is, the art
of operations.�3 That is, if space is
not available, then operations are not
possible. For Beck, the operational
art, in accordance with Moltke�s un-
derstanding, meant nothing else but
the art of freie Operationen.

Although the unrestricted use of
space was the first and decisive cri-
teria of freies Operieren, Moltke and
his successors were not dead-set on
it. Instead, they opted for a pragmatic
response to the problems in fielding
mass armies�problems referred to
in �Moltke�s War Lessons.�4

Moltke especially addresses the
problems of sustaining large army
formations and discusses the alterna-
tives of concentrating all formations
before the battle or the concentration
just in time on the battlefield. He
says, �[F]irst of all, all armies want
to live, they need to eat and drink,
they need rest as well as freedom for
movement. Hundreds of thousands
of people cannot live only out of
magazines. . . . Nature itself . . . is
opposed to all great accumulation of
human beings all in one place. . . .
Each accumulation is therefore by
nature a calamity. It is justified and
necessary if it leads to battle imme-
diately. It is dangerous to divide it

again when facing the enemy. And
it is impossible to remain in it for a
longer time.�5 Then follows the fa-
miliar sentence: �Circumstances will
develop much more favorably if just
at the day of the battle all forces are
concentrated toward the battlefield
from different directions; that is, if
the operation could be controlled in
such a way that only a short ap-
proach march leads into the flanks
and the rear of the enemy at the same
time. In this case, strategy will have
done its best, and great results must
be the consequence.�6

Moltke had already expressed his
views in his 1869 directives, but in
his later historical studies he stresses
the aspect more precisely and ex-
pands his view. In these studies it
became clear that for his principle
�divided approach, common strike�
he not only contemplated the aspect
of a quick, decisive battle, he also
considered the reasonable logistic
arguments evident in the quote:
�[E]very concentration of large mass
units is a calamity per se.�7 The idea
of concentrating large army forma-
tions, after unhampered maneuvering
out of different directions just in time
against the front and especially the
flanks of the enemy, displays the
splendor of operational inspiration
and yields, to a high degree, the very
pragmatic or logistic viewpoints of
that day.

Schlieffen
Chief of the General Staff Count

Alfred von Schlieffen handed down
Moltke�s fundamental understanding
of operational command and control
to generations of general staff offic-
ers. However, over time he lost
Moltke�s pragmatic approach and
concentrated more and more on the
idea that the attack against the flanks,
and particularly the rear, of the en-
emy was the essential lesson of all
military history. Therefore, he was
accused of being dogmatic, of ren-
dering undue importance to encircle-
ment operations.

Indeed, in his studies of the Battle
of Cannae, Schlieffen concentrated
exclusively on the idea of encircle-
ment. He writes, �[The] enemy�s
front line should not be the objective
of the main attack at all. The mass
of own forces, as well as own re-
serves, should not be directed against
the enemy�s front. Instead, it is es-
sential to hit the flanks of the enemy.
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These flanks should not be seen only
in the utmost ends of the front line
but must be seen more in the entire
depth of the deployment of enemy
forces. The defeat of an enemy will
be completed by the attack against
his rear.�8

In Schlieffen�s view, Moltke ex-
emplified this idea during the 1866
Battle of Koeniggratz and more so
during the 1870 Battle of Sedan. In
essence, these battles were similar to
the ancient Battle of Cannae. Enemy
forces were completely encircled in
consequence of free maneuvering
through space. Everything else, espe-
cially such victories resulting from
direct and frontal attacks, were dis-
qualified by Schlieffen as ordinary
victories because in them operational
art could not completely unfold. In
this context, operational art meant
freie Operationen.

Whatever approach one might
take to put these ideas into an over-
all historical perspective, there is no
doubt that Moltke and Schlieffen laid
the basic understanding of freie
Operationen. To them, the term
meant maneuvering forces while
making full use of space, getting
quickly into the depth of the enemy,
concentrating formations to attack
the enemy�s flanks and particularly
his rear, thereby enveloping, then de-
stroying enemy forces.

Beck
World War I caused deep frustra-

tion for all who adhered to Moltke�s
and Schlieffen�s ideas on the opera-
tional level of war. However, one ex-
ceptional example proved Moltke�s
ideas. At the Battle of Tannenberg in
East Prussia in August 1914, an out-
numbered German force defeated
two Russian armies. The battle is a
good example of freies Operieren in
which an outnumbered force used
agility to outmaneuver the enemy
and win.

However, frustration came soon.
In the campaign against France, Ger-
man forces, following the so-called
Schlieffen Plan, were unsuccessful in
reaching the enemy�s deep flanks.
After exhaustive marches and fight-
ing, the operation came to a halt
along the Marne River. Both sides
established continuous front lines
from the English Channel to the Alps.
In addition, artillery and machine-
guns reached such a dominance on the
battlefield that any further movement

was denied. Moltke and Schlieffen
never anticipated an area of opera-
tion completely filled by the mass
armies of both sides, making it im-
possible to envelop the enemy�s front
line. Their concept of making full
use of space to envelop the enemy no
longer seemed applicable.

Beck, Chief of the General Staff
of the Army of the Wehrmacht until
1938, mentioned in his reflections on
World War I that the mass and fire
power of modern armies posed a
new challenge at the operational
level of war�how to deal with con-
tinuous and combat-ready front lines.
�Where opposing forces are de-
ployed [within a] short distance of
one another, so [that] they fill the
entire area of operation, there will
be no space for freie, quick and
bold operations, and the battle must
begin just from the basic line with-
out having the possibility for freies
Operieren.�9

In such a situation, strategy must
do without one of its most important
elements�operational art. Obvi-
ously Beck remains squarely in the
tradition of Moltke�s thinking: when
space is not available, operational art
cannot be brought to bear, particu-
larly not to its highest standard of
freie Operationen.

World War I commanders, at least
in the Western Theater, did not find
a solution to this new challenge.
They succumbed to the fallacy of at-
tacking repeatedly against strong
enemy positions while hoping that
enemy losses would be greater than
their own, such as at Verdun. This
was nothing but attrition, which
Moltke had rejected as wasteful and
slow and Schlieffen had qualified as
ordinary. Indeed Verdun is not only
a contradiction but a perversion of
operational art.

Seeckt
French army commanders were

convinced that the dominance of fire
would always favor the defender
and, therefore, all thinking and train-
ing should concentrate on defense.
After analyzing the events of World
War I, the German military establish-
ment under Colonel-General Hans
von Seeckt�s command, drew com-
pletely different conclusions.

Seeckt suggested that in a future
war the German Reich would again
be in the strategic situation of being
outnumbered and unable to sustain a

long-lasting war. Therefore, he be-
lieved that a small, highly profes-
sional army supported by an air force
should immediately begin offensive
operations, attempt to maneuver into
the flanks of enemy formation, inter-
fere with their concept of operation
and avoid at all costs establishing
continuous front lines.10

Nevertheless, if freies Operieren
was not possible because of wide-
stretched enemy positions, then the
Germans would have to try another
way to achieve their mission because
a battle from the basic line always
leads to a battle of attrition. German
commanders wanted to avoid this
quagmire at whatever cost. Freies
Operieren could make full use of
space and was the only chance to
take the initiative and dictate events
on the battlefield to ensure a quick,
decisive result.

The solution was to employ a
breakthrough operation by concen-
trating forces for a decisive action
with a clear main effort. Enemy
forces could be taken by surprise.
While accepting risks in other sectors
of the front, German forces could
blow a hole through the enemy�s
front line�regardless of the danger
to their own flanks�and immedi-
ately attack into the enemy�s depth
to interrupt lines of communication,
then encircle and destroy enemy
forces. Colonel-General Herman
Hoth said that performing this quick
advance into the enemy�s depth is �a
sin against the fundamental idea of
the overall concept of operations to
get involved by encounters.�11

We now recognize the decisive
development inherent in the philoso-
phy of freie Operationen. Moltke
and Schlieffen saw the sequence of
events as deployment, maneuvering
in space to outflank the enemy, and
encirclement. The new sequence
would be deployment, breakthrough
battle, quick advance into the depth
making full use of space and taking
high risks, interrupt lines of commu-
nication, and encirclement.

Moltke saw freies Operieren com-
ing before the decisive battle. For
Seeckt, it would occur after the
breakthrough. This new sequence
was not mandatory; it only widened
the spectrum of possible actions.
Armored combat troops, in close co-
operation with the air force, applied
these new ideas during the Ger-
man�s May 1940 campaign in France.

ALMANAC
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Manstein
Moltke and Schlieffen understood

freies Operieren only in the sense of
strategic offense taking the initiative
on the operational level to achieve
quick results. Since the Battle of Tan-
nenberg, and especially since the sec-
ond phase of World War II, German
thinking has concentrated on freies
Operieren in strategic defense when
the enemy initiates the action. In such
cases, all elements of freies Operieren
participate in so-called counter-
stroke operations. By using space as
a lure and giving it up to the enemy,
defenders draw him into the depth
and overstretch his lines of commu-
nication. At the same time, forces
would take greater risks in other sec-
tors of the front. When enemy forces
reached the culmination point, Ger-
man forces would seize the initia-
tive and launch a counterstroke.

The decisive aspect is that coun-
terstroke forces should in no case be
directed against the bulk of enemy
formations. They should try to avoid
encounters; maneuver into the depth
of the enemy, while taking greater
risks for the flanks of their own ad-
vancing forces; cut off the enemy�s
lines of communication; then en-
circle and destroy him. All elements
of freies Operieren would come to
bear on the enemy force.

Schlieffen taught that the mass of
enemy forces would not be the main
objective. Hoth believed it a sin
against the basic idea of the opera-
tion to get involved in encounters.
From Moltke�s viewpoint, the deci-
sive point was to quickly reach the
deep flanks and the rear of the en-
emy. Some German field command-

ers called this type of operation
�counter-pursuit.� The most famous
example is Manstein�s counterstroke
operation in February 1943 south of
Charkow. As a consequence of the
disaster of Stalingrad, two German
army groups were in danger of
being cut off by a bold, deep offen-
sive operation conducted by Soviet
forces. The Germans were outnum-
bered, but Manstein took the initia-
tive and turned the overall situation
to his advantage.

These events, especially those at
the Eastern Front, enforced a ques-
tionable conviction among German
field commanders and general staff
officers that, given the possibility for
freies Operieren, force ratio did not
play a decisive role. Executing the
highly developed operational art with
motivated troops led by highly quali-
fied leaders, the force ratio could
nearly be neglected. But again, this
questionable argument is valid only
under specific conditions, when the
quality of the enemy is known.

The Future of
freie Operationen

Can freie Operationen philosophy
be helpful in solving future prob-
lems? In the past, freie Operationen
focused exclusively on ground forces
maneuvering large ground forma-
tions making full use of space. How-
ever, there is no mention that air
superiority must set the conditions
for ground forces to concentrate and
maneuver. Also, freie Operationen
concepts do not include joint forces
or anticipate the complexity of
modern operations.

The aim of this article is not to
show how freies Operieren elements

can help solve future problems. Its
aim is simply to identify the origins
of freie Operationen. But the idea of
freie Operationen should not remain
mothballed. On the contrary: we
must realize that the last example of
an encirclement operation making
full use of space occurred just re-
cently.

The latest �Cannae� in military
history was Operation Desert Storm,
about which US General Norman
Schwarzkopf has said: �The text-
book way to defeat such a force; that
is, the entrenched infantry and the
mobile operational reserves in the
depth of the Iraqi positions, would
have been to hold it in place with
frontal attack while sending an even
bigger army to outflank it, envelop
it and crush it against the sea.�12 And
that is exactly what he did. MR
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Under the Gun: Training the American
Expeditionary Forces, 1917-1918
by Colonel William O. Odom, US Army

Immediately preceding World War
II, US national policy sought to
avoid entanglement in European af-
fairs. Accordingly, military strategy
focused on coastal defenses, patrol-
ling the Western Hemisphere and
protecting the United States� few
overseas possessions. In early 1917,
the situation changed dramatically
with the adoption of a hard-line pol-
icy toward German submarine at-
tacks. The declaration of war on Ger-

many found the United States at a
greater disadvantage than at any time
in its history, despite passage of the
National Defense Act of 1916, the
birth of a popular preparedness move-
ment and the conduct of military
operations on the Mexican border.1

The successful mobilization of
US national resources decisively
influenced the war�s outcome. The
United States�s awesome war-
making potential cast a foreboding

shadow on the Reich�s future. Ger-
many�s strategic underestimation
of the quantity and quality of US
fighting forces prominently figured
in its defeat, despite the fact that
US forces arrived in France with
little training beyond physical con-
ditioning and drill.

State of Preparedness
In April 1917, the US Army�s abil-

ity to influence the war in Europe
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appeared negligible. The Regular
Army consisted of 38 infantry regi-
ments, 17 cavalry regiments, 9 artil-
lery regiments and 3 engineer regi-
ments, most of which were at least
one-third undermanned. No divisions
existed. The National Guard num-
bered only 182,000�less than one-
half the number that had died in a
single day on the Western Front.2

European armies were armed with
machineguns and automatic rifles�
100 in each regiment. In contrast, the
US Army lacked most of the new
weapons of trench warfare. Mortars,
hand grenades, howitzers, tanks, 37-
millimeter guns and gas masks were
not in the Army inventory. Infantry
regiments manned only four ma-
chineguns, the dominant weapon in
close combat in Europe. Procuring
and testing a new standard machine-
gun was a low priority. Also, the
National Guard mobilization in re-
sponse to the Mexican border crisis
in 1916 had depleted stocks of many
individual issue items such as uni-
forms and helmets.3

Training consisted of drill, some
rifle marksmanship, physical condi-
tioning and inspections. Maneuvers
involved no more than battalion-size
units. The duty day usually ended by
noon to escape the afternoon heat.
Selected officers studied at the Leav-
enworth schools and acquired excel-
lent staff skills; many more played
cards and rode horses to pass the
boring days in an Army garrison.
With the exception of Philippine
Campaign and Mexican Punitive
Expedition veterans, few men had
experienced combat. None had seen
combat like that on the Western
Front.

The General Staff was divided and
weak, and its Congressional oppo-
nents undercut what effectiveness it
had by strictly limiting its numbers.
The tiny 19-man war-planning staff
necessarily focused on the immedi-
ate crises in Mexico to the neglect of
contingency planning for operations
in Europe.4

The declaration of war against
Germany on 6 April 1917 surprised
few. But, US President Woodrow Wil-
son had refused to prepare openly for
war. He naively hoped that US
threats would deter the Germans

from continuing unrestricted subma-
rine warfare. Consequently, US mo-
bilization began from a standstill.

Mobilization Challenges
Providing personnel presented no

problem. After brief debate, Wilson
approved conscription and volunteer-
ing to meet the manpower require-
ment. The draft eventually provided
67 percent of the troops.5 Training
and equipping the rapidly expanding
force was not as easy. Initial esti-
mates placed the projected US con-
tribution at one million men; over
three times that number were serv-
ing by 1918.

General Staff planning only ad-
dressed manpower mobilization; its
neglect of economic and industrial
mobilization planning meant the US
could not adequately equip the forces
bound for Europe. The fine US-made
Browning automatic weapons and
Springfield rifles did not arrive in
Europe until July 1918. Only 100 of
the 2,250 field guns US forces used
were US-made.6 The Allies provided
most of the artillery.

The challenge of quickly training
one million men for war was equally
demanding. The original goal was to
train one-and-one-half million men
before they were shipped to France.
The General Staff War College Di-
vision considered using Regular
Army and National Guard officers as
cadre for the new recruits and levies.
The accelerated need for a US pres-
ence altered the plan.7

Through intensive training, the
Army attempted to compress the one
to two years believed necessary to
train a soldier into four months. Sol-
diers drilled, marched, performed
calisthenics, attended classes and
served on inevitable details for 17
hours a day, 6 days a week.

Stateside training faced numerous
obstacles. The large number of
non-English-speaking draftees, pos-
sibly as high as 18 percent of the
total, in many instances limited the
quality of training. Equipment short-
ages of all kinds further hindered
preparation. And, at many camps, the
harsh winter of 1917-1918 degraded
training.8 As late as June 1918, some
men arrived in France without hav-
ing fired a rifle.

Officer training, similar to troop

training in its emphasis on physical
hardening and the development of
discipline through drill, marches,
school of the soldier and marksman-
ship, was little better. Officers also
trained in scouting, patrolling and
tactics, although shortages of train-
ing aids and equipment often marred
training. Despite such inadequacies,
officer training camps provided
nearly half of the Army�s officers.9

The disastrous result of the Nivelle
Offensive, led by French General
Robert Nivelle, was approximately
120,000 casualties. The offensive
brought a cry for the immediate de-
ployment of a US division. The hur-
ried departure of the newly as-
sembled 1st Division meant it would
have to be trained in France. Such
hasty creation and deployment of
divisions became the norm for the re-
mainder of the war. Therefore, few
units or individuals completed train-
ing before embarking for France.

Pershing on Training
US General John J. Pershing was

responsible for leading and training
the American Expeditionary Forces
(AEF). Wilson and Secretary of War
Newton D. Baker gave Pershing
nearly limitless authority. Baker told
Pershing that he would receive only
two orders from him�one to go and
one to return. �The decision as to
when your command, or any parts
of it, is ready for action is confided
to you.�10

Pershing typified the general of-
ficer in many of the major armies of
his day. He was a strict disciplinar-
ian, valiant in combat, a die-hard
cavalryman and wedded to the belief
that there was nothing new under the
sun. He agreed with most Regulars
that training a soldier to meet Regu-
lar standards required over a year.
His approach to training reflected his
conservatism.

Pershing noted that the Allies
seemed convinced that with the ad-
vances of new technology, the prin-
ciples of war had changed. They
were preoccupied with defense. The
French, in particular, exclusively
emphasized trench warfare. Pershing
reasoned that France�s past experi-
ences defending against the Germans
reinforced their belief in trench war-
fare. The �resultant psychological
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effect . . . obscure[d] the principles
of open warfare� and committed the
combatants to a war of attrition. It
was Pershing�s opinion that �the vic-
tory could not be won by the costly
process of attrition, but must be won
by driving the enemy out into the
open and engaging him in a war of
movement. Instruction in this kind of
warfare was based upon individual
and group initiative, resourcefulness
and tactical judgment, which were
also of great advantage in trench
warfare. Therefore, we took decided
issue with the Allies and, without
neglecting thorough preparation for
trench fighting, undertook to train
mainly for open combat, with the
object from the start of vigorously
forcing the offensive.�11

After the war, Pershing wrote that
the Allied emphasis on trench war-
fare and neglect of open warfare
techniques increased the success of
the German breakthroughs in 1918.
Even those units that had adopted the
defense-in-depth, he added, lacked
the open warfare skills to exploit its
advantages in the counterattack.12

Pershing�s precise definition of
�open combat� is not clear. He did
not address the specifics of his ideas
beyond insisting on offensive action
to break the trench stalemate. It is
doubtful that Pershing could have
developed a full appreciation for the
weapons of modern warfare through
previous experience. For him, the
enemy army remained the real objec-
tive, the principles of war remained
unchanged and the infantry remained
the principal weapon of war.13

Pershing advocated aggressive,
offensive, infantry action with heavy
reliance on rifle marksmanship and
the bayonet. He believed the Allies
wrongly subordinated the rifle to the
hand grenade, machinegun and indi-
rect fire. All �were valuable weapons
for specific purposes but they could
not replace the combination of an
efficient soldier and his rifle.�14 Per-
sonal discipline enhanced a soldier�s
proficiency with his weapon. Per-
sonal discipline, to a Regular like
Pershing, began with a firm ground-
ing in military courtesy, customs and
bearing. Simply put, a soldier who
looked like a Regular might fight like
a Regular.15 The combination of

discipline and weapons proficiency
was the foundation of the AEF train-
ing program.

Training Program
and School System

Pershing complained about the
inadequate preparation of incoming
soldiers throughout the war. In mes-
sages to the War Department, he spe-
cifically stated the requirements for
officers with staff skills. He also re-
peatedly emphasized the need to
train soldiers in rifle marksmanship
skills, the school of the soldier and
open warfare techniques. He never
accepted the War Department�s ex-
cuses for shipping untrained and im-
properly trained officers and men.
Nor did he understand the War
Department�s continued emphasis on
training for trench warfare in spite of
his call for soldiers trained in open
warfare techniques.

Pershing�s dissatisfaction with
stateside training increased as urgent
requests for replacements at the front
forced him to abbreviate, and in
some cases eliminate, local training.
In many cases, unskilled officers and
men who had never fired a rifle went
directly into the line.16

The design of the AEF training
program was influenced by the mili-
tary importance of a strong Ameri-
can showing in its first battle, profes-
sional concern for the thorough
preparation of his force, the afore-
mentioned state of unpreparedness
and Pershing�s personal conserva-
tism. As early as August 1917 Per-
shing underlined the criticality of
training by separating the Training
Section from the Operations and
Training Division of the General
Staff.

In February 1918, the Training
Section became the fifth section of
the General Staff�G5. Its sole re-
sponsibility was to plan and super-
vise training. Pershing assigned
Colonel Paul B. Malone, assisted by
Colonel Harold B. Fiske, to head the
new training section. Pershing clearly
believed that �the most important
question that confronted us in the
preparation of our forces of citizen
soldiery was training.�17

The Training Division�s plan en-
visioned a six-division corps com-
posed of four combat divisions, a

depot division and a replacement
division. The depot division, located
at the ports, received new soldiers
and provided six weeks of basic in-
dividual training before forwarding
them to the replacement division.
The demand for combat divisions
quickly reduced the number of depot
divisions from six to two. These two
depot divisions, the 41st and 83d,
processed all of the AEF replace-
ments. The replacement division
trained men of all ranks and for-
warded them to combat units as re-
quired.18

The AEF school system consisted
of Army and corps schools. Origi-
nally organized by General Robert L.
Bullard and Colonel James W.
McAndrews, the schools provided
training centers for individuals and
units up to division level, replace-
ment training centers, corps schools
for commanders and noncommis-
sioned officers (NCOs), a general
staff college, instructor training for
the corps schools, officer candidate
training, branch skills training and
instruction for staff and department
specialists.

Ideally, the AEF schools were to
provide three months of training to
supplement that received stateside.
The soldiers were to learn the special
skills required in modern warfare�
familiarity with new weapons sys-
tems, new communications tech-
niques and new staff skills. The
Army schools focused on training
instructors, expecting graduates to
return to units and impart their newly
acquired knowledge to the troops
through unit training and as instruc-
tors in corps schools. The schools
graduated 21,330 NCOs and 13,916
officers during the course of the war.
Of these soldiers, over 12,000 re-
ceived commissions through officer
training programs. Pershing�s will-
ingness to take the best officers out
of the line to attend and administer
the schools emphasizes their impor-
tance in his training scheme.19

The division training program�
the basic unit training course�
strove to incorporate the best features
of British and French systems. The
French emphasized trench warfare
almost exclusively. The British em-
phasized trench warfare, but they
also trained to develop confidence in
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individual fighting prowess through
aggressive hand-to-hand combat.20

The division training program
consisted of three phases, each last-
ing approximately 30 days. In the
first phase, the division reviewed el-
ementary drill and tactical exercises.
French and British instructors con-
ducted training in trench warfare and
introduced the troops to trench
fighter�s tools of war�the gas mask
and flamethrower among them. In
the second phase, under French con-
trol, one battalion per regiment spent
10 days occupying a quiet sector of
the front. The last phase consisted of
combined arms maneuver exercises
with artillery and aircraft in support
of infantry. The division then moved
to the front.21 Throughout training,
the G5 Section strove to balance
the French emphasis on defense with
US practices of rigid discipline,
rifle practice and instruction in open
warfare.22

AEF Division Training
The 1st Division, the first unit to

undergo training in France, was
formed from four Regular infantry
regiments. Two-thirds of the division
was composed of new recruits.23

Even the seasoned soldiers, fresh
from duty on the Mexican border,
had never seen or heard of the weap-
ons and equipment with which they
were to fight.24 That the 1st Division
ranked among the best-prepared
units underlines the challenge the
AEF commander faced.

The 1st Division�s training exem-
plifies the division program. Within
days of debarkation, the division
moved to Gondrecourt to begin train-
ing. To prepare the troops for trench
warfare, training began with �a
heavy dose of physical conditioning
and drilling.�25 Pershing directed
strict personal disciplinary policies,
forbidding consumption of strong
alcohol and making contraction of
venereal disease a court-martial of-
fense.26 To many, soldiers of the 1st
Division represented the last hope;
Pershing wanted to ensure they could
live up to every sense of that expec-
tation.

The elite French Chasseurs Al-
pine, the 47th Division Blue Devils,
conducted trench warfare training.
The Americans dug a major trench

complex in Gondrecourt and smaller
systems in each of the local training
areas. They trained for eight hours a
day, six days a week, to master
trench fighting skills from individual
through battalion level. The method
of instruction consisted of a demon-
stration of the task by the French fol-
lowed by a US attempt to imitate
them. The infantry learned to con-
struct, occupy, defend and resupply
trench systems. Training included
use of rifles and hand grenades,
air-ground communications tech-
niques, trench observation devices,
pyrotechnic signals, positioning and
employment of key weapons and
distribution of men. The French in-
troduced the Americans to the 37-
millimeter gun, trench mortar and
the Chauchat automatic rifle. At
Pershing�s insistence, training incor-
porated rifle and bayonet practice.
Night exercises, use of imitation gas
and the uncomfortable weather con-
ditions heightened training realism.27

Machinegunners, who trained
separately at first, received one week
of mechanical training and crew drill
before advancing to site selection,
occupation of a position and dry fire
training. They also practiced relief in
place, firing final protective fires and
selecting alternate and supplemen-
tary positions before live firing.28

Artillerymen, trained separately
until the third phase, learned all as-
pects of operation and maintenance
of the French 155-millimeter and 75-
millimeter guns. By the second week
of training, crews fired every morn-
ing. In the afternoon, the cadre led
critiques of the morning�s shooting.
Liaison officers and aerial observers
attended special classes. In the fourth
week, the men conducted fire mis-
sions without cadre assistance.
Throughout training, the artillery
units road marched daily to maintain
the condition of the men and horses.
After seven weeks, training was
complete.29

Support arms received special at-
tention. Engineers constructed field
fortifications and emplaced and
breached wire obstacles. They also
practiced infantry skills. Signalmen
trained with French equipment, vis-
iting the front to observe techniques
for communication and liaison.
Training included codes and ciphers,

use of wireless sets, telephone con-
struction and maintenance and switch-
board operations.30

French liaison officers supple-
mented unit staffs at all levels. US
staff officers visited French divisions
at the front to observe procedures
and attended the special French, Brit-
ish and AEF schools. Training sup-
port and preparation of practice or-
ders provided additional training.31

The 1st Division completed the
first phase of training in October.
French instructors noted the follow-
ing US deficiencies: tendency to ne-
glect logistics and liaison, poor co-
ordination of artillery, poorly sited
machineguns and bunching up dur-
ing assaults.32 The same shortcom-
ings resurfaced repeatedly in the
battles of 1918.

On 21 October, the first US bat-
talions entered the trenches in the
Sommerville sector under the control
of the 18th French Division. In ad-
dition to defending the trench, the
battalions patrolled and emplaced
wire obstacles in �no man�s land.�
While in this �quiet� sector, the
Americans tasted first blood, mostly
their own. Before the 30 days ended,
casualties amounted to 36 killed in
action, 36 wounded in action and 11
taken as prisoners of war. The short-
term occupation of the trenches
brought home the realities of com-
bat�fear, casualties, physical dis-
comfort and boredom.33

In the third phase of training, the
division united for the first time and
conducted open warfare maneuvers
at the battalion level and above.
Combined arms operations�infan-
try, artillery, signal, engineer and
combat trains�received particular
attention. Tanks were notably absent.
Conducted at night and often in gas
masks, the training was demanding
and realistic. The exercises primarily
focused on providing commanders
and staffs with opportunities to ma-
neuver large bodies of troops. One
soldier reportedly remarked, �I wish
we could get through educating these
officers.�34 In January the 1st Divi-
sion entered the line.

The 42d, 26th and 2d Divisions
arrived before the end of the year and
began training. These divisions mir-
rored the 1st Division�s high percent-
age of new recruits.35 However, the
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training they received differed some-
what from the original program.

As early as fall 1917, Pershing�s
dissatisfaction with French and Brit-
ish training led to program modifi-
cations. Staff observers criticized the
failure to emphasize open, mobile
warfare in accordance with the
commander�s desires. However, the
Allies could not hide their pessi-
mism. After three years of seemingly
insignificant fighting, the exhausted
and demoralized trainers could
hardly inspire the aggressive offense
spirit that Pershing believed was es-
sential to success. �After consider-
able experience, it was the inevitable
conclusion that, except for the details
of trench warfare, training under the
French or British was of little value.�36

Pershing concluded that Americans
needed to take the lead in training.

To this end, Pershing published
�General Principles Governing the
Training of Units of the American
Expeditionary Forces.�37 The prin-
ciples emphasized the correctness
and value of US doctrine and train-
ing methods used before the war�
the primacy of the offensive, the su-
preme importance of the rifle and
bayonet and the criticality of disci-
pline. Pershing urged the War De-
partment to stress open warfare in
stateside training, believing that once
in France soldiers could learn trench
warfare skills in a relatively short
period of time and with greater
ease.38

Although the division training
program and AEF schools continued
throughout 1918, increased demands
for manpower forced the curtailment
of much of the training. Circum-
stances at the front necessitated re-
ducing the three-month course to
four weeks or less.39  Especially sig-
nificant, abbreviated programs usu-
ally eliminated the third phase of
training in which the only combined
arms maneuvers took place. The
Meuse-Argonne offensive ended any
ambitions for sustaining slow, me-
thodical training. Thereafter, the in-
finitely faster process of providing
replacements to trained divisions
took priority over training divisions
as a unit. The lack of a well-defined
replacement system meant that per-
sonnel managers skeletonized in-
coming divisions to provide needed

manpower. By mid-1918, the divi-
sion training program had all but dis-
appeared. As a result, most US divi-
sions lacked operational and tactical
skills.

Training Effectiveness
Victory and defeat do not neces-

sarily measure strategic, operational
or tactical effectiveness. There are
other ways to measure training effec-
tiveness. For example, an evaluation
of a unit�s ability to execute tactical
doctrine is the fundamental measure
of training effectiveness. Whether or
not the doctrine is correct does not
matter. Employing the correct doc-
trine increases the chance of battle-
field success and can make troops
appear better trained than they actu-
ally are.

Conversely, perfect execution of
the wrong doctrine can make well-
trained troops appear worse than they
actually are. Ineffective training pro-
duces troops who cannot execute tac-
tical doctrine. Adequately trained
troops execute doctrine but lack the
flexibility and initiative to modify it.
The best-trained armies adapt doc-
trine to meet battlefield realities. By
applying these definitions to AEF
units� performance, it can be con-
cluded that they were adequately
trained. However, although they ex-
ecuted US doctrine, they never dis-
played the ability to adapt to changes
signaled by battlefield experiences.

Individual soldier training sup-
ported offensive-minded US doc-
trine. The spirit of the bayonet per-
vaded all training and encouraged
the soldier to perform bravely, al-
most recklessly, in the face of battle.
The French, British, Australians and
Germans commented on US troop
bravery, stamina and spirit, but noted
the tendency to cluster in the attack.
For this they blamed faulty US lead-
ership and training.40 American bra-
vado, typically displayed by fresh,
optimistic, but inexperienced sol-
diers, also explains their common
tendency to attack machinegun
nests frontally.41 The individual sol-
dier was well-trained for aggressive
action.

Although unit training reflected
US tactical doctrine, unit perfor-
mance often did not. However, US
divisions performed adequately in

the defense. Allied trench defense
techniques combined with US offen-
sive spirit proved strong enough to
meet the rapidly weakening German
attacks. The 1st and 2d Divisions,
probably the best US divisions, drew
frequent praise from French com-
manders. In fact, the French Second
Army commander remarked that the
2d Division was as efficient as any
of his French divisions.42 And even
the Germans expressed surprise at
the 2d Division�s tenacious fighting
ability at Chateau Thierry. The stand
of the 38th Infantry, later known as
the �Rock of the Marne� Regiment,
demonstrated US resolve in the de-
fense.43 The US emphasis on indi-
vidual discipline, marksmanship,
physical conditioning and aggres-
siveness produced troops who were
well-prepared to defend.

Offensive operations exposed ma-
jor US weaknesses in training, how-
ever. Faulty doctrine is the blame for
some problems. The doctrinal ne-
glect of tanks, gas and aircraft led to
their neglect in training and, inevita-
bly, to their neglect in combat.44

Tanks rarely participated in maneu-
vers and then only in small numbers.

The French regularly incorporated
simulated gas attacks into the 1st
Division�s initial training. Yet, gas
still caused between one-fourth and
one-third of all combat casualties.
Not until November 1918 did US
troops begin to display an under-
standing of chemical warfare.45

Also, US doctrine made poor use
of artillery and placed little stress on
logistics, liaison and communica-
tions, all of which French instructors
noted while training the 1st Division.
In combat, these deficiencies resur-
faced time after time. Even as late as
the Meuse-Argonne Offensive, US
forces tended to outrun logistic sup-
port and lose contact with the artil-
lery and adjacent units.46 The most
experienced divisions had begun to
overcome these problems by the fall
of 1918. Overall, US units were ag-
gressive, if not well-trained for offen-
sive action.

Had the AEF fought longer, it
might have demonstrated a greater
capacity to learn from tactical expe-
riences. Indeed, some units, espe-
cially the 1st and 2d Divisions,
trained when not in the line and
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strove to correct deficiencies. Some
units had begun to modify doctrine
to fit battlefield reality. However,
these modifications took place at
regimental level and below. The up-
ward transmission of battlefield ex-
perience from the trench to the Gen-
eral Headquarters, so successfully
exploited in the German Army, did
not occur even though Training Sec-
tion observers recorded and dissemi-
nated combat lessons.

US officers� training was rushed
and uneven. The few Fort Leaven-
worth graduates ranked with the best
commanders and staff officers in any
army, yet they were a glaring excep-
tion to the rule. Officer Training
Centers in the US and France pro-
duced approximately 200,000 young
leaders through programs remark-
ably similar to recruit training. Only
one percent of all company com-
manders had over one year of expe-
rience.47 Senior leaders assumed that
inexperienced, poorly-trained junior
officers lacked the initiative and ex-
pertise to execute ambitious, highly
mobile, decentralized operations. As
a result, AEF operations orders re-
quired strict adherence to timetables,
boundaries and limits of advance.
The AEF General Headquarters�
tight rein on operations prevented the
citizen-officer from demonstrating
his capability for bold action.

Conclusions
The political desire to preserve an

independent US force, the political-
military importance of a strong de-
but and the US Army�s prewar un-
preparedness necessitated an ex-
tended training program for pioneer
divisions. The slow, methodical ap-
proach to training ensured the best
US showing possible, even if it
meant the Allies would have to suf-
fer alone a little longer. The pioneer
divisions� superior performances,
compared with those of later units,
attest to training�s benefits. The pro-
gram appears initially to have served
its purpose well.

Pershing�s approach to training
had its weaknesses, however. The
Training Section�s detailing of men
for instructor duty and to attend
courses disrupted unit training and
drew the ire of commanders at all
levels. For example, just as the 1st

Division began regimental training,
Pershing ordered nine out of the 12
battalion commanders to attend
courses at the Staff College.48 Simi-
larly, companies sometimes lost their
best NCOs to AEF schools.

Pershing�s insistence on withhold-
ing US forces until four divisions
completed the time-consuming train-
ing program significantly delayed the
impact of a US presence in Europe.
Despite the Allies� urgent cries for
assistance, a US division did not oc-
cupy a position on the front line un-
til nine months after war was de-
clared.49

Chief of Staff of the Army Gen-
eral Peyton C. March and other of-
ficers argued that US divisions could
have performed just as well without
as much additional training. March
concluded that the men serving in
Europe were of higher quality than
the average peacetime soldier and,
�filled with enthusiasm for what they
regarded as a righteous cause . . . ,
threw themselves into the training
with a zeal and enthusiasm which
produced results in a very short
time.�50

The delay in using US manpower
not only discouraged the desperate
Allies,  it damaged US soldiers�
morale: �The practical effect of
Pershing�s policy was that large bod-
ies of American troops, whose mo-
rale was at the highest point, who
had had from four to six months�
training, and often more in camps in
America, and who expected on ar-
rival in France to be thrown into
battle immediately, found the keen
edge of their enthusiasm dulled by
having to go over again and again
drills and training which they had
already undergone in America.�51

Pershing also sought to apply the
tactical doctrine of the mobile offen-
sive as described in Army regula-
tions. The doctrine under-empha-
sized machineguns, artillery and
motor transport and totally ignored
gas, tanks and aircraft.52 Even if US
units could execute the doctrine�
and they could not�US expertise
with rifle and bayonet alone would
not have changed the outcome.
Stressing open warfare over trench
warfare techniques produced a US
casualty rate much higher than that
of the Allies.

By the summer of 1918, the de-
mand for replacements left skeletal
divisions after providing needed
manpower. The surprisingly ad-
equate performances of the new sol-
diers, when compared with veterans,
suggests that an expanded replace-
ment training system would have
worked earlier. By implementing an
effective replacement system, Per-
shing could have provided trained
soldiers to the veteran divisions while
permitting new divisions to complete
training.

Ultimately, the division training
program and AEF schools success-
fully prepared the first US divisions
for their critical debut in the trenches.
The training system also built a base
of US expertise on which newly ar-
riving troops could draw during the
rest of the war. However, the Ger-
man offensives in 1918 created an
emergency and minimized time
available for methodical preparation
of divisions for combat. By the time
of the Meuse-Argonne Offensive, the
pressing need for replacements in the
committed divisions shifted empha-
sis from time-consuming, individual
and unit training to on-the-job train-
ing in the trenches. The training sys-
tem did not adapt to the changing re-
quirements. As a result, most of the
AEF learned more from its combat
experience than from the AEF schools
or the division training program. MR
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